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Strickland: Florida's Golden Age of Racing

FLORIDA’S GOLDEN AGE OF RACING
by A LICE S TRICKLAND
of being “the first man to sit behind the controls
of a self-propelled road vehicle,” goes to a French army
engineer, Nicolas Joseph Cugnot, who in the 1760s designed a
monstrous steam carriage to transport artillery. Cugnot’s vehicle
was so massive and unwieldy that it knocked over the wall of a
courtyard while being tested, and on another occasion turned over
on the streets of Paris. Its top speed was from two to six miles
per hour. 1
From the steam-misted and gasoline-fumed past of the horseless carriage it is impossible to find out when the first automobile
enthusiast challenged another to an exciting race. However, on
July 22, 1894 - more than a hundred years after Cugnot’s monster frightened the wits out of Parisians - the “first group of racing
automobiles ever to leave a starting line, departed the Porte Maillot
in Paris for Rouen.” There were nineteen cars in that historic
race that covered almost seventy-nine miles. The highest speed
made by these primitive motorcars was a little over eleven miles
per hour. The first prize winners had driven vehicles powered by
“the petrol motor invented by Herr Daimler of Wurtemburg,”
and second prize went to the drivers of an “interesting steam
tractor which draws a carriage like a horse.” 2
The following year, on June 11, 1895, twenty-two cars
roared, hissed, rattled, and steamed at the starting line for a
gruelling 732 mile race from Paris to Bordeaux and back. The
fastest time was made by Emile Levassor on a two-seater Panhard
with a two cylinder, four horsepowered Phenix engine. As the
race was for four-seaters only, Levassor knew his two-seater
would be disqualified, but for two days and forty-eight minutes
he gallantly drove the Panhard at an average of 14.91 miles per
hour. A four-seater Peugeot was declared the winner, but it came
in six hours behind the Panhard. Levassor consoled himself with
a gala breakfast of bouillon, poached eggs, and champagne. 3
N E HONOR

1. Ralph Stein, The Treasury of the Automobile (New York, 1961), 16.
2. Ibid., 79-82.
3. Ibid., 84.
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Not to be outdone by the French, sporting Americans turned
out on Thanksgiving Day, 1895, for the much publicized automobile race sponsored by H. H. Kohlsatt, publisher of the Chicago
Times-Herald. Winner of this race over Chicago’s snow and slush
covered roads was Frank Duryea, driving a Duryea. His brother
Charles followed him in a sleigh in order to give him a helping
hand. In spite of almost insurmountable odds, the valiant Frank
finished the fifty-four mile course in eight hours and twenty-three
minutes. 4
Incredible races in Europe, from country to country, in which
the heavy-motored, wooden chassis cars panted up narrow tracks
over the Alps and skidded over plank-covered mountain rapids,
followed for several years. The slaughter became so great - both
to drivers and spectators - that the Paris to Madrid race in
1903 - called “The Race to Death” - was stopped by French
officials when the racers reached Bordeaux. 5
Thousands of miles from the gay capital of France with its
superb roads and wealthy automobile enthusiasts, a lonely stretch
of unique sand on Florida’s northeast coast was to become one of
the most famous automobile race tracks in the world. This beach
ran parallel to two small settlements, Ormond and Daytona, that
had been hewn out of heavy woods along the Halifax River, and
were almost unknown to the outside world. In 1886 a crude
railroad track, the St. Johns and Halifax Railroad, thrust its way
through desolate swamps and woodlands from Rolleston to the
two settlements. With the arrival of the railroad a young pioneer,
John Anderson, and his partner, Joseph D. Price, with the help
of New York financier Stephen V. White, built the Ormond Hotel
in 1888 on bear-infested land along the east side of the Halifax
River. Much to the surprise of skeptics, the frame-built hotel
became popular with northern capitalists and socialites. 6
One of the wealthy guests who came to the Ormond Hotel
was a Mr. James Hathaway of Somerville, Massachusetts, who
was interested in the new-fangled automobiles and in racing. One
day as he attended a bicycle race on the splendid, concrete-like
surface of the beach at Ormond, he noticed that bicycle tires left
4 . Ibid., 85.
5. Ibid., 89.
6. Alice Strickland, The Valiant Pioneers; A History of Ormond Beach,
Volusia County, Florida (Miami, 1 9 6 3 ) , 62, 65.
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little or no impression on the hard-packed sand. It was then that
Hathaway had his brilliant idea. Why not race automobiles on
this fabulous track provided by nature? There was no danger of
dust, that blinding terror of early road races in America, and this
wide beach extended for about twenty-five miles southward, past
Daytona and towards Mosquito Inlet (Ponce de Leon Inlet).
Hathaway consulted with an enthusiastic Anderson and Price,
and as a result the first two cars rolled out on the beach in midApril 1902 for a test of speed. 7
These first racing cars on the silvery strand at Ormond were
crude, cumbersome freaks, compared to the sleek, streamlined
racers of today. The first car to be timed over the flying mile was
Ransom E. Olds “Pirate,” described as a “spidery, cantilevered
contraption, with a horizontal, watercooled, single cylinder engine; no bodywork; and a sulky-type seat equipped with stirrups.”
Olds, manufacturer of the first mass-produced automobile, the
curved dash Oldsmobile, had sold 2,100 of his popular cars that
year at a price of a little over $600 each. In 1903 he sold 3,750
Oldsmobiles, and in later years made enough money so that he
could afford a winter home in Daytona. 8
The other entrant in the 1902 race was Alexander Winton’s
Bullet No. 1. Winton, once a bicycle repairman, is credited with
making his first gasoline motor car in 1896, and in 1898 receiving $1,000 for the first automobile sold in America. The
Bullet No. 1 had big wooden wheels, the motor was covered with
a hood that resembled a large, inverted roasting pan, and the
radiator jutted out in front like a metal cage. These rudimentary
models of motordom were both timed over the flying mile at the
then-gratifying speed of fifty-seven miles per hour. The world’s
automobile speed record at that time was held by the Frenchman,
Augieres, who had driven a Mors at 77.13 miles per hour. The
accepted yardstick of speed, then, as later, was the flying mile
in America, and the kilometer in Europe. 9
In that first test of speed, which was to give Ormond the
7. Ibid., 95.
8. John Bentley, Great American Automobiles (Englewood Cliffs, 1957),
310.
9. Program, “Sixtieth, Anniversary Birthplace of Speed, Fifth Annual
Meet, November, 23-25, 1962, Birthplace of Speed Association,
Ormond Beach, Florida,” in the possession of the author; Automobile
Quarterly, I (Summer 1962), 129.
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title “Birthplace of Speed in Florida,” a motorcyclist, Oscar Hedstrom, also attempted to make a world’s speed record. Hedstrom
drove an Indian motorcycle but failed to make any outstanding
speed. Although no world’s speed record was broken, the races at
Ormond in 1902 brought the beach to the attention of American
and European race drivers as a natural speedway.
The following March, race drivers, newspaper reporters, and
guests crowded the elegant Ormond Hotel for the first official
races sponsored by the American Automobile Association. Due to
the scarcity of roads in Florida, the racing cars were shipped
down from the North by rail freight. One year, Olds sent his
racer by freight to Jacksonville, then by boat to Palatka, and from
Palatka it was driven over rough sand trails to Ormond.
The 1903 races lasted for three days, March 26-28, and the
course ran from Ormond south to Daytona. Ransom Olds furnished numbered posts to mark each mile, telegraph wires were
strung, and the Mors timing apparatus was used to determine the
speed of the cars. One magazine writer complained that the
“course was selected more for the convenience of the spectators
than the choice of the fastest stretch,” and that there was no
chance for the drivers to practice before the race started. Hundreds of spectators arrived in horse and mule-drawn wagons, on
bicycles, and there were even a few automobiles. Most of the
crowd gathered around the starting line, a few preferred the
dunes, and about 100 people waited at the finishing line. An
article in Motor Age commented: “It was a worthy audience for
a distant and sparsely peopled land.” 10
A new Winton racer, the Bullet No. 2, had clutch trouble,
and the mechanics worked feverishly and ingeniously to repair
the breakdown. They “dismantled a barrel and did the job with
one of its iron hoops”; on another occasion they made a friction
spring for the Bullet with a piece of iron from the local blacksmith’s shop. 11 As they sped across the sand the drivers found
that their cars lacked sufficient traction. At first they thought it
was due to the clutches, but later, when they compared notes, they
realized that the solid racer tires failed to get enough traction
10. Motor Age, III (April 1903), 2, 3, photostat copy in the possession
of C. C. Baldwin, chairman, Birthplace of Speed Association, Ormond
Beach, Florida.
11. Ibid., 5.
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from the smooth beach sand. Alexander Winton’s solution to this
problem was to cut notches in his tires. Later it was suggested
that leather cleats be attached to the tires to afford traction. Oscar
Hedstrom was back again hoping to achieve a speed record for
motorcycles. An affidavit was sworn to on March 28, 1903, at
Ormond, by Captain Henry G. Opdyke of New York, engineer
of the American Automobile Association and its official timer;
Frank X. Mudd, of Chicago, treasurer of the Chicago Automobile
Club, assistant timer; Leonard D. Fisk, president of the Hartford,
Connecticut Automobile Club, assistant timer; and John C. Pittepher, a Daytona electrician who was also an assistant timer.
This document established the following records as authenticated
by a Mors electrical timing apparatus, in the automobile speed
records of the world:
One mile, flying start, made by Alexander Winton, driving the
Winton Bullet, in fifty-two and one fifth seconds; one mile flying
start, made by H. T. Thomas, driving Oldsmobile racer, “Pirate,”
in one minute, six and three-fourths seconds; one mile, flying
start, made by Oscar Hedstrom, driving an Indian motorcycle, in
one minute, three and one fifth seconds; one kilometer, flying
start, made by Alexander Winton, driving a Winton Bullet: time
0.32 4/5; one kilometer, flying start, made by H. T. Thomas,
driving Oldsmobile racer, “Pirate”: time 0.41 4/5; one kilometer,
flying start, made by Oscar Hedstrom, driving an Indian motorcycle: time 0.39. 12 J. F. Hathaway, whose brilliant idea had
sparked these Ormond-Daytona beach races, was there with his
Stanley Steamer. He had two time trials, and the best time he made
was 1:28 2/5.
Automobile racing created both interest and excitement in the
Ormond-Daytona area, and the Florida East Coast Automobile
Association was organized. Headquarters were in Daytona and
plans were made for annual winter race meets. Officers were Dr.
H. H. Seelye, president; W. H. Peters, first vice-president; John
Parkinson, secretary; and S. H. Gove, treasurer. The executive
committee included J. A. Hendricks as chairman, and C. R.
Oliver, E. G. Harris, J. F. Hathaway, W. J. Morgan, R. E. Olds,
Captain C. A. Young, Louis Adler, J. D. Price, Frank X. Mudd,
Alexander Winton, J. P. Beckwith, and C. B. Ryan. John Jacob
12. Daytona Beach Observer, March 5, 1938, quoting the Daytona
Gazette News, April 4, 1903.

Published by STARS, 1966

5

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 45 [1966], No. 3, Art. 5
258

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL Q UARTERLY

Astor, a later victim of the Titanic disaster, and Alfred Gwynne
Vanderbilt, became members of the Association. Astor sent his
check for payment of the yearly dues of $10.00 shortly before
he left on his fatal voyage. Warren G. Harding, before he became
President, was a speaker at one of the association banquets. A
large clubhouse was built on the sandunes at Daytona, and a
grandstand on the beach, covered with bunting and flags, held
officials and important personages during the races. 13
“Senator” W. J. Morgan, a former newspaper reporter and
publicity expert, was made official representative of the Florida
East Coast Automobile Association in America and Europe. In
1886 he had taken the first American bicycle team to Berlin, and
became a promoter also of motorcycle and automobile racing. He
was described as “America’s leading advocate of good roads” and
for a long time was known as “Good Roads Morgan.” He had received the sobriquet of “Senator” at a bicycle race when the state
senator, who was to be speaker, failed to show up. Morgan was
asked to fill in for the senator and did so well with his speech
that he was known from then on as “Senator” Morgan. 14
The “Senator” and his cohorts were so successful with the
promotion of the Ormond-Daytona races that special trains were
required to transport the crowds of racing enthusiasts who filled
the local hotels and boarding houses during the races. In January 1904, the popular Ormond Hotel was overflowing with celebrities, and Managers Anderson and Price were well rewarded
for their early promotion of the races. William K. Vanderbilt, the
renowned architect Stanford White, Irene Bentley, a famous
actress of the times, and Count D’Armande were among the spectators at the 1904 race. One of the disappointed race drivers
was a young man named Henry Ford, who had borrowed money
to transport his handbuilt racer, the “999,” down to Florida, only
to have an axle break in transit. Ford lacked the funds to have
the axle repaired, and because of straightened circumstances he
was sleeping in a tent and eating cheese and crackers. 15
Even before the official races started in 1904, Otto Nestman,
13. Ibid.; Strickland, Valiant Pioneers, 98.
14. Daytona Beach Smday News-Journal, March 10, 1929.
15. Bentley, American Automobiles, 316; Ianthe B. Hebel, Centennial
History of Volusia County, Florida, 1854-1954 (Daytona Beach,
1955), 161. Some writers say that Ford’s axle was bent, and others
say that it was broken.
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driving a Stevens-Duryea, and Charles Schmidt behind the wheel
of a Packard Gray Wolf, held a private race in which Nestman
made 62.9 miles per hour. Barney Oldfield, the famous, cigarchewing regular of the race tracks, was on hand to drive Alexander
Winton’s Bullet No. 2 against S. B. Stevens’ Mercedes, F. A. LaRoche’s Darracq, and W. W. Brokaw’s Renault. Time was lost
in lining up the cars for the start, and LaRoche’s Darracq caught
fire and was eliminated. Barney Oldfield won this race driving at
a speed of 83.72 miles per hour. 16
The most exciting event of the 1904 races was when William
K. Vanderbilt, nattily attired and sporting a luxurious mustache,
drove his sleek, 90 horsepowered Mercedes to achieve a world
speed record of 92.30 miles an hour. A large wooden “39” was
erected across the front of the Florida East Coast Automobile Association’s clubhouse in commemoration of the thirty-nine seconds
the Mercedes had covered the racing mile. 17
A lavish ball for the benefit of the National Good Roads Association was held in the casino of the Ormond Hotel the evening
of William Vanderbilt’s triumph. The next night the association
held a convention at the Daytona Opera House which was attended by Florida Governor William S. Jennings, Florida State
Senator W. S. Mann, and other notables. Plans for a garage to
accommodate a hundred cars were made, and eventually the
Ormond Garage, a long, peaked-roofed building, was erected on
East Granada Avenue, east of the Ormond Hotel. Famous racing
cars were assembled and serviced in its spacious interior and some
of the well-known race drivers often slept in the garage in order
to keep a protective eye on their machines. This historic building
is still in use. 18
M. W. Ehlich, driving a Panhard in the twenty mile handicap, was injured when one of his racer’s rear wheels buckled as
he was making the turn at the Daytona end of the beach. Ehlich
suffered cuts from his broken goggles and an injured shoulder
when the Panhard turned over. The ever-optimistic Oscar Hedstrom, riding a five horsepower Indian motorcycle in the one mile
16. The Automobile, New York, February 6, 1904. 162. Photostat copy
in the possession of C. C. Baldwin, chairman, Birthplace of Speed
Association, Ormond Beach.
17. Ibid.
18. Ibid.
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race, was beaten by Glenn H. Curtiss with a five horsepowered
Curtiss in 0:59 1/5. 19
An amusing sidelight of the race took place when A. R. Pardington, chairman of the American Automobile Association racing
board, and Alfred Reeves were driving a Peerless on the beach
at night. A high wind extinguished the automobile lamps and
the car was steered into the ocean. After an hour’s struggle to
pull the Peerless out of the waves, the effort was abandoned and
the men walked back to Ormond. The car, much the worse for
salt water and sand, was recovered a few days later. 20
The foreign invasion began on the beach at Ormond-Daytona
in 1905 and signified the international interest in the Florida
races. The 1905 races were announced as open events, instead
of the earlier invitational races which “Senator” Morgan had
insisted upon in order to keep out undesirable drivers and freak
machines. On January 25, 1905, an enthusiastic crowd of 4,000
watched a young Scotsman, Arthur McDonald, drive a 90 horsepowered Napier down the beach to set the world speed record of
104.6 miles per hour. McDonald received the beautiful sterling
silver Miller trophy, and ever since a replica of this trophy is
given for the best restored racing-type car at the Antique Car
Meet held annually in Ormond Beach. 21 McDonald hardly had
time to receive the acclaim of the spectators when H. L. Bowden,
driving a green eight-cylinder Mercedes, called the “Flying Dutchman,” over the sands, set a new world record of 109.756 miles an
hour. However, Bowden’s record was disqualified because of the
excessive weight of his double-engined, 120-horsepowered car, and
McDonald’s record remained. 22
The first fatal accident of the Daytona races occurred in 1905
when Frank Croker, son of Richard Croker, the alleged “boss” of
Tammany Hall, was killed on the beach. Croker was finishing
a test run in a seventy-five horsepowered Simplex when he
swerved to avoid hitting Newton F. Stanley, nephew of steam car
builder, F. E. Stanley, who was riding a motorcycle. Croker’s car
turned over into the ocean, and the waves buckled the hood,
19. Ibid., 165-66.
20. Ibid., 167.
21. Program, November 26, 1961, Birthplace of Speed Association, Orond Beach.
22. Automobile
Quarterly
(Summer 1962), 131.
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crushing his chest. Stanley suffered a compound fracture of the
leg. 23
The year 1906 was a great triumph for American automobile
racing. On January 26, Fred Marriott became the first American
driving an American-built car, to set a world’s speed record127.6 miles per hour - on famous Ormond-Daytona beach.
Marriott was also the first man to drive two miles a minute, and
became known thereafter as the “Fastest Man on Earth.” His
winning machine, that freak of automobiles, was a Stanley
Steamer. 24
The brilliant, bearded, farm-bred twins, F. E. and F. O.
Stanley, saw their first automobile at a fair in 1896 and decided
they could build a better one, which they proceeded to do. It took
them only a year to accomplish this incredible feat, and by 1899
they were making 200 cars a year. The red racer they built especially for Marriott had a body that looked like an inverted canoe,
was steered by a tiller, weighed 1,600 pounds, and was called the
Stanley “Rocket.” On one of the practice runs before the race,
the light front end of the “Rocket” became airborne for more
than sixty feet, and Marriott had the terrifying experience of
driving the racer on the rear wheels only. This problem was taken
care of, however, when more weight was added to the front of
the machine. 25
Three days after winning the title of “Fastest Man on Earth,”
Marriott raced the “Rocket” against a huge, 200 horsepowered
Darracq, driven by the Frenchman, Victor Demogeot. This time
the steamer lost to the gasoline-propelled machine with a record
of 58.4/5 seconds for the two miles, and in a colorful ceremony
Demogeot was crowned “Automobile Speed King of the World.”
The Florida Times-Union had offered a special $1,000 trophy
made of gold, silver, and enamel to the winner of this event,
and had sponsored a contest for the most beautiful and popular
girl in Florida who would be given the honor of crowning the
“Speed King.” Pretty Mary Simrall, of Ormond, won the contest
and with a flowery speech presented the trophy to the tall young
Frenchman. 26
23.
24.
25.
26.

Daytona Beach News-Journal, March 10, 1929.
Bentley, Great American Automobiles, 332.
Stein, Treasury of the Automobile, 108.
Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, March 22, 1953.
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Other famous race drivers at the 1906 meet were Chevrolet,
Clifford-Earp, Vaughn,
Cedrino, and the dashing Vincenzo
Lancia. The latter had been known to race while swigging champagne and bellowing snatches of grand opera. Lancia drove a
Fiat for fifteen miles at ninety-miles an hour at the 1906 races,
and Clifford-Earp drove a Napier 100 miles at 79.253 miles per
hour. 27
In 1907 Fred Marriott was back with the “Rocket” for another attempt to make a world’s record. During the practice runs
he discovered that the beach was not in good condition and that
the ebbing tide had left depressions in the sand six or seven feet
wide and an inch deep. However, he was determined to make the
attempt, and, at high speed, he ran through the first depression
without trouble, but when he came to the second one, “the car
went up like a kite,” and Marriott sailed through the air for
100 feet. The “Rocket” broke in half, and was strewn over the
beach and in the ocean. Marriott received a hole in his jaw,
several broken ribs, a gash in his scalp, and his right eye was
forced out of its socket. In spite of these injuries, Marriott recovered within a month and was able to officiate at another race.
J. C. Robinson, a pioneer settler of Seville, Volusia County, recalls
seeing the race and Marriott’s accident. After the accident he and
a young friend bought up some plumber’s pipe, cut it into small
pieces, and sold it to the credulous as souvenirs of the wrecked
Stanley “Rocket.” 28
It was in March 1910, that the colorful Barney Oldfield,
chewing as usual on the cold stub of a cigar which acted as a shock
absorber for his teeth, set a world record on the Ormond-Daytona
beach race course. This time Oldfield was driving a white and
gold German racer, the Blitzen “Lightning” Benz. The Benz
chassis had been drilled “like a Swiss cheese in an effort to reduce
weight, and was described as a “howling, flame-belching monster
guaranteed to awe spectators.” The powerful machine with its
famous driver at the wheel dashed over the course to make a
speed record of 131,724 miles per hour. 29
A year later, “Wild Bob” Burman, driving the Benz which he
27.
28.

Bentley, Great American Automobiles, 331.
Daytona Beach Sunday News-Journal, January 22,
with J. C. Robinson, early settler of Seville, Florida.
29. Bentley, Great American Automobiles, 337.
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had bought from Oldfield, established a new world’s speed record
of 141 miles per hour. The beach was not in good condition
when Burman drove to triumph, and years later he told a friend,
“One mountainous hump which I negotiated threw me clear out
of the seat, and my foot slipped off the throttle instantly, but I
was back again quicker than I could realize what I had done. My
death grip on that steering wheel was the only thing that kept
me from flying out of my seat.” 30
For eight years after Burman made his record, Florida automobile racing suffered a lull. It was not until 1919 that Ralph
DePalma brought a twin-six Packard to the beach to make a new
world record of 149.875 miles per hour. This was the first time
since Marriott’s triumph in 1906 that an American racing an
American car had set a world record. In 1920, Tommy Milton
drove an American Duesenberg Special over the mile at 156.046
and set another record. In the midst of the race, when the Duesenberg’s mighty engine was open full throttle, a careless spectator
backed his Model T Ford across the beach in front of the speeding
racer. Only by a miracle did the intrepid Milton brush past the
“Tin Lizzie” and live to make his record. 31
From 1920 until 1927 there were no outstanding races on
the beach. Drivers were making records on the huge track at
Indianapolis and many thought that big-time racing on the beach
had ended. During this period, stock cars such as the Fronty,
Chevrolet, Chrysler, and Hall-Scott raced for small prizes of
$25.00 to 125.00 each. Automobile racing on the once-famous
beach race course, seemed destined for an inglorious end. Then,
in January 1927, it received a spectacular revival when a Daytona Beach paper announced: “Major H. O. D. Segrave, famous
English automobile racer, will visit this city early in February in
an attempt to send his newest creation, a 1,000 horsepower Sunbeam, faster than any car has ever travelled.” 32
The arrival of the tall, slender, red-haired Englishman and
his flame-red streamlined “Mystery S” racing car inaugurated a
new Golden Age of racing to the beach. To accommodate the
powerful racer’s expected speed of 200 miles an hour, the race
30. Fred J. Wagner, The Saga of the Roaring Road (Los Angeles, 1949),
88.
31. Automobile Quarterly (Summer 1962), 132.
32. Daytona Beach Sunday News-Journal, January 2, 1927.
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course was marked out for thirteen miles and extended from the
Ocean Pier at Daytona, southward towards Ponce de Leon Inlet.
On March 27, 1927, an estimated crowd of 15,000 watched
excitedly as the white-helmeted Segrave drove his Sunbeam racer
to set a new world record of 203.792 miles an hour. The world’s
record until that time had been held by a fellow Briton, Captain
Malcolm Campbell, who earlier that year had driven his racer
over the Pendine Sands in Wales at 174.95 miles per hour. 33
The gauntlet of speed was again thrown down, and three
challengers accepted it the following year. Captain Malcolm
Campbell arrived with his racer, the “Bluebird,” and was followed
by two Americans, Frank Lockhart with a sixteen-cylinder Stutz
Blackhawk, and J. M. White with a monstrous racer called the
“Triplex” that contained three 500 horse power Liberty motors.
The beach, Campbell found, was not in good condition, but he
insisted on making the run, and, as a result, almost wrecked his
racer when he struck a bumpy stretch of the beach which nearly
threw him out of his seat, knocked his goggles askew, and almost
made him lose control of the car. His wife, seated in the grandstand, hid her face until friends assured her that her husband
was safe. In spite of his almost disastrous experience, Campbell
set a new world’s record of 206.95 miles per hour. 34
The daredevil young driver, Frank Lockhart, was towed out
to the beach in his small, beautiful white racer, on February 22,
1928, for an attempt to return the speed record to America. It
was not a good day for racing with rain and mist falling like a
drab curtain over the beach. A few of the disappointed spectators
went home, but Lockhart waited impatiently for the weather to
change. When the rain stopped for a few moments, Lockhart
decided to race. Experienced drivers and the remaining spectators
were apprehensive as they watched for the Stutz Blackhawk to
come through the mist. Suddenly the ghostly white racer came
hurtling down the beach on its northward run. Higher and higher
on the beach the little racer roared until it spun into soft sand,
and skidding, bouncing, and somersaulting, it finally came to a
crashing, upright halt in the ocean. Thousands of people rushed
from the dunes and converged on the wrecked car. Miraculously
33. Daytona Beach News-Journal, February 13, 1928; Hebel, Centennial
History of Volusia County, 168.
34. Daytona Beach News-Journal, February 20, 1928.
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the gallant Lockhart was still alive, but painfully trapped in the
crushed body of the racer. Waves were pouring over the smashed
hood and into Lockhart’s nose and mouth. A quick-thinking young
track driver climbed back of Lockhart and covered his mouth and
nose with his hands as the water broke over him. When the
waves receded he would remove his hands and shout to Lockhart,
“Now breathe!” In this manner Lockhart was saved from drowning. 35 Trucks arrived with cables which quickly pulled the crumpled racer to the beach and Lockhart was released from the wreckage.
It was estimated that the speed of the Stutz Blackhawk was over
200 miles an hour when it ran into difficulties. The plucky
Lockhart soon recovered from the accident and announced that
he would rebuild the Blackhawk and return to race again. 36
J. M. White, a Philadelphia sportsman and wire manufacturer, could not find a driver for his huge Triplex which was
rumored to have some of its parts held together with baling wire.
White did not think streamlining was necessary in a racer, and
the Triplex’s body lacked the wind-resistant, scientific lines of the
British cars. However, late in the spring of 1928, White found
a little known professional dirt track racer, twenty-seven year old
Ray Keech, to drive the Triplex. 37
The crowds gathered again along the white sandunes on
April 22, to watch another exciting speed meet. They soon
learned that Keech was a tough and stubborn driver. Once he
was scalded on the leg by steam from a broken hose, but he was
determined to break the record, and after many trial runs he drove
the Triplex to make a new world’s record of 207.55 miles an
hour. 38
Three days later, April 25, Frank Lockhart’s rebuilt Stutz
Blackhawk was again towed onto the beach to challenge the
Triplex’s record. As Lockhart was making his fourth run on the
beach, about 500 yards from the grandstand, the right rear tire
of his Blackhawk blew out. Horrified spectators watched as the
car swerved, then as it hurtled through the air like a toy racer
thrown by an angry child. Lockhart was killed in the mangling
35. Ibid., February, 23, 1929; Hebel, Centennial History of Volusia
County, 174-75.
36. Daytona Beach News-Journal, February 23, 1928.
37. Ibid., April 23, 1928.
38. Ibid.
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crash; he had given his life for the speed he loved. Ironically,
the Blackhawk had set a record fur Class D cars - 198.29 miles
per hour. 39 A tribute to the brave young driver was given in a
racing program the following year: “Frank Lockhart died as he
would have wished to die - ‘in the game’ - in another brave attempt to prove a man-made machine greater than the forces of
nature that contend against it. His spirit will be a welcome one
among the great army of men who have worked, lived and died
for the cause of progress.” 40
With the rapid breaking of world speed records posing a yearly
challenge, Henry Segrave again crossed the ocean in 1929 with
his racing car, the Golden Arrow. The 800 horsepowered Napierengined racer was probably the most beautiful racing car ever to
flash over the inflexible grey sands of Daytona. It was low slung,
with a rudder-like fin in the rear, and its gold paint glinted in the
sunlight. Segrave had also brought along his wife, and his speedboat, which was christened Miss England at the seawall bordering the Halifax River at Daytona. 41
The board of judges at the speed trials included Captain Eddie
Rickenbacker and Gar Wood, the speedboat racer. Chief timer
was Odis Porter, who had invented an electrical timing device
that was used for many races on the beach. “Senator” Morgan,
now an old man, was on hand to reminisce about the early races
he had promoted and to watch these modern speed demons try
for new world records. 42
There was a long stretch of solid packed sand south of Daytona on which the Golden Arrow would try to break the world’s
speed record set by Ray Keech the year before in the Triplex.
Three shrill blasts of the siren on top of the fire station at Daytona Beach on the morning of March 11 summoned a huge crowd
of people to witness the Golden Arrow make a new speed record
of 231.36 miles an hour. Now it was up to White’s Triplex to
break the record again. 43
The name of the driver of the Triplex was kept secret by
White until just a few hours before the race. White had chosen
39. Hebel, Centennial History of Volusia County, 178.
4 0 . Official Program, “World’s Record Speed Trials, 26th Anniversary of
Racing, Daytona Beach, Florida, March 1 to 15, 1929, Birthplace
of Speed Association, Ormond Beach.”
41. Daytona Beach News-Journal, March 10, 1929.
4 2 . Ibid., April 25, 1928.
43. Bentley, American Automobiles, 358.
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Lee Bible, a well-liked mechanic and racer who was operating a
garage and repair shop in Daytona. There seemed to be a premonition of disaster among the tense spectators as they watched the
massive, cumbersome Triplex flash down the beach with a grimlooking Lee Bible at the wheel. Near the north end of the measured mile, Charles Traub, Pathe News photographer, set up his
camera on a tripod in the sand. Through the camera lens he could
see the Triplex zoom out of the distance and rocket closer. Suddenly black smoke shot out of its exhaust, and Traub realized
something was wrong. As the racer roared out of control, closer
and closer, Traub ran for the dunes, but he was too late, and the
smoking monster struck him with such force that his body was
strewn in pieces over the beach and sandunes. Ironically, his
camera stood upright and unscathed where he had left it. 44
Rolling and bouncing in murderous loops, the Triplex
mangled its driver and finally came to a screeching halt on the
beach. All along the sandunes the crowds stood silent with shock
for a second, and then low moans and cries arose from the spectators as they saw the tangled wreckage and the mutilated bodies
of Traub and Lee Bible. Some of these same spectators saw the
last reel of film from Traub’s undamaged camera on the screen
of a local theatre a short time later. More than one person in
the audience cringed in his seat as he saw the last terrifying scene
of the Triplex hurtling down the beach towards the camera. 45
The American Automobile Association ended the speed trials
after the accident, and Segrave and his racer returned to England.
The next year, 1930, however, another Englishman decided to
try for a new record. His name was Kaye Don, winner of track
and road races in England and on the Continent. He brought
with him the Sunbeam Motor Company’s newest racer, the Silver
Bullet. This contender for the world’s speed record had two
twelve-cylinder engines mounted tandem. It was described as
being “31 feet long - the longest record challenger ever seen on
the beach.” With all its careful designing and great power, the
Silver Bullet did not break the world’s record. Engine trouble
and faulty shock absorbers cut down the Bullet’s speed, and its
best record was about 190 miles per hour. 46
44. Hebel, Centennial History of Volusia County, 180.
45. Daytona Beach News-Journal, March 13, 1929. The author saw this
accident as a teen-aged spectator, and later saw the reel of film from
Traub’s camera at the Vivian Theatre, Daytona Beach.
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Segrave and Campbell were knighted for their feats in capturing world speed records at Daytona Beach. Segrave never returned to Florida; his luck ran out when he was driving the
speedboat, Miss England II. The boat turned over at high speed
on a lake in England and Segrave was killed. Sir Malcolm Campbell returned to the beach race course in 1931, and for several
years he tried to achieve a speed goal of 300 miles an hour. In
1932, he set a new record of 253.96 miles per hour with the
Bluebird, but this was still far short of the speed he hoped to
make. In 1933, he drove the Bluebird, with a 2,500 horsepower Rolls Royce, supercharged aviation engine, down the long
grey stretch. This time he made 272.108 miles per hour - a
little closer to his goal. The following year, he remained in England working on a car that he hoped would be more powerful
than the others. There were no challengers that year. In 1935,
Campbell returned with a Bluebird that had cost a small fortune
to develop. It was thirty feet long, weighed five tons, and was
powered with a special 2,500 horsepower Rolls Royce V-12,
supercharged engine. The specially-built tires cost $1,800 each,
and when it made its spectacular run on the beach the Bluebird
burned up three gallons of gasoline a minute. On March 7, 1935,
Campbell made a new world’s record of 276.816 miles per hour.
The Bluebird’s mighty engine had been expected to make greater
speed, but the body of the racing car was poorly balanced and
“rocked back and forth at high speed.” The tires also gave trouble
and were badly frayed at the end of the record run. 47
Campbell’s 1935 attempt was his last on the beach speedway.
His interest turned to the Bonneville Salt Flats where there were
no problems of tides or treacherous sand gullies. It was there he
finally made his record of 300 miles an hour. The 1935 Bluebird, the last of the great racing cars to speed down the beach, is
now on exhibit at the Museum of Speed, South Daytona. 48
The Golden Age of racing that had started over thirty years
before with the Pirate and Bullet No. 1, ended with the Bluebird.
Stock cars raced on the beach for years afterwards, but the giants
of the racing cars had had their day - their tremendous speed
required a longer and more predictable speedway.
46.
47.

Hebel, Centennial History of Volusia County, 182-83.
“Museum of Speed (brochure), winter issue, 1958-59, Daytona
Beach, Florida; Hebel, Centennial History of Volusia County, 185.
48. Hebel, Centennial History of Volusia County, 185.
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